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NBFO: Jane Galvin-Lewis, Deborah Singletary, Eugenia Wilshire 

26 April 1997 

Brooklyn, NY 

[Asked Galvin-Lewis where she works, etc.: left the Federal government and now works on Long Island 
with the homeless and chronic mentally ill (service provider)] 

D: Are we black feminists now? 

J: I think I am, but well... 

E: War weary...been in the trenches. 

D: We’re what? 

J: War weary. 

K: War weary warriors? 

J: War weary warriors—that’s nice. What is interesting to me----what I find very interesting is that in all 
these years no one has gone out again. The younger women, y’know, that it just hasn’t happened again. It 
will but I just find it very interesting that it hasn’t happened so far. 


K: I think that’s why for me the project is important to figure out what happened and why it happened. 


have to—-when-dealing :in:this arena:I; thesaspirations, 

and theawholesfocns of the proup> ema ad»was:thatewesweren- Demmi 
So,needed that people. fron u.¢veryscomer.of:thesglobe-=in-terms.of-emotior d,sexual:preference,and eae oR. 
ideology-and -politics—=altdescendedron*NBFO*bEeChise We were-the<Onlyathingtatsthatutimeanc ssoxthe 
forces:then:began:to pull againsteach DthelPThat wasn’t the whole story but that certainly was one of the 


many pieces. Fdon’t think’1 ‘camremember-onesmecting wherenwerdidn’tzhavemotonerideological.debatesm 


K: I want to get into some of those, but do you mind if I g0 chronologically. Okay. So Jane how long did 
you participate in the organization? From the beginning to the end? 


J: Uh-huh. 


K: There was a meeting that was convened---some things say it was convened by Margaret Sloan and 
others say it was convened by Doris Wright...a meeting of thirty women in 1973. 


J: Who’s Doris Wright? 
K: Do you remember a smaller meeting before the group actually got off the ground? 


JixXeah, [think that was:the»hairparlor-meeting:I’m*not ‘sure who:convened jit but Em..quite Sure, it was 
Margaret Sloansd don’t know a Doris:Wright that hung there With Us" : 


K: It was in a hair parlor? 


J: Yeah. 
K: Deborah, how about you? How did you get involved with NBFO? 


. did I get involved? I read an article in the Daily News -[?] announcing .that-there as.a grou, 
D: now and | anenbel Jane Galvin-Lewis’ picture was there and she was so ri mae with 


NBFO: Jane Galvin-Lewis, Deborah Singletary, Eugenia Wilshire, 26 April 1997, Brooklyn, NY- 2 


Margaret Sloan. I liked the photographs (laughing) so I decided to call and I went to---I think that was their 
first public meeting. 


J: Yes, 
D: The first meeting they announced to the public at large. 


E: In the church. 


Di% I’m not even Sure it was in the church. I’m fot ’@vensure’I even thought ‘about :femiitiism before or ®. 
thought about myself as a feminist, but when'I heard that black ‘feminists were convening then I kriew.that 
that was where I belonged and I went to that first meeting. ®. 


K: So you didn’t have any hesitation over the use of the word “feminist”? 
D: Not at all. Not for a moment. 


K: And Eugenia, how about you? 


E: I read something somewhere. It could have been the Daily News. I thought it was a community paper, 


but it was something about a meeting at a church. Andeledidn*treverktiow:howslon - 
existed: or:not;-but:itsjust ‘said:there- was amestingmir-archurch ard "itswas black “feminists andit'gave-thes 


vtime and it yas in my neighborhood and sisaid;“That's forme,»Soswent® 
K: And do you remember was that at the beginning when the organization started? 


E: Uh, yeah. That was the first meeting--official ever meeting. 

J: The first one that was open to the public. I think it was the first one after the press conference. 

E: Because they had to be planning meetings before the [inaudible] one. [what did they do in these 
meetings?] Warns Lert % 


J: We-had planning meetings and we had the,meeting: Be Kemen eeen teed e cowie of othe, 
meetings. And then we ‘had another nanan Elo Kennedy, Eleanor-Holmes -Nortor neand Gloria 


-Stemém:=e 
K: Okay, Gloria Steinem was there also? 


J: At the press conference. 


E: I don’t even remember that. 


J: No, because the meeting that you came to was after that. I think that the publicity that Deborah and 
Eugenia saw was probably generated by that press conference. Weihad:a lotzsthe:press:tumed out in force7y, 


“And we hit the papers that afternoon and that. was another one of our problems.s, 


D: The press and the CLAs(laughter) We'll get to that later. 


J: The press and the CIA. As they say on the news, “And now this...” Yes, chile. Wasithesfact'that we got 
; wanted but we did not have any idea=-novidea whatsoever how:huge the response 


ublicity, which we wa ud not hav 
aes be. Aa we got calls calls calls calls calls,"¢; 


K: And where did you receive the calls? 
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J: At the Women’s Action Alliance officé that allowed ts to tiSé their lines and.we'also had @ little room, ing 


their offite. 


K: That was in Manhattan? 
J: Yes, 


D: Where was that located? Forty-second street? 


J: Forty first and Lex. MS. was in there---it was M-S then. Ms. now. Ms. was in there and the Alliance was 


either right upstairs or right downstairs ‘cause 


there was that little door you could run between. 


K: I recall seeing each of your names as some point in NBFO newsletters. Why don’t you tell me what 


roles each of you played--- 


D: We had a newsletter? :— 


J: (laughter) Deborah’ s'S0 StipidsT Gan tstaid her. 


E: kdon"t TemeHiber Sherer 

J: Yeah Wedidewe had Bnewsletter. 
D: Wedid7=? 

J: Yeabnwerdidiaa 


[interruption] 


K: Yeah. What committees you were on or if you---because I read something that I was telling you about 
that said you were the vice-president of the organization, but you said that you weren’t. 


J: Lwas*At one point and timeI,was-a‘kind: 


K: So it did have offices like that? 


K: Was that seven people usually. 
J: I think so yeah. 


K: Do you remember who those people were? 


of cook and bonlewasher:butbihink-Lwas ice president a, 


wet) 


ur?) | 


J: It was---Deborah was on. You were on weren’t you, Eugenia? 


E: I don’t remember. 
J: There was Eugenia. I was on. Margaret. 


D: Wasn’t my sister on at one point? 
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@ 
ba es.-Inez was on. Diane lacy: ‘It -was ‘Diane Lacy,” Inez, Deborah, Eugenia, "Janie;"afid ‘Margaret-rAn 
ll Bett. ae A : 


kg range 
E: Florence Wright---um---the consumer [inaudible] woman. ais ; ‘i 
J: Was she on? 

E: I’m asking. I don’t know. Maybe not. 

D: What is her name? 

J: That Florence. Remember the consumer affairs woman. 


D: Oh, right, right. No, I don’t think she was ever on coordinating council . 


K: So what did the coordinating council do? [no answer] Besides coordinate? Oversee the day-to-day 
operations? Run the meetings? 


J: We ate aca uennectierrocniidssheraenadascaliiea iets ad aan 


J: No-Not inmy-,opinion.». 
K: No. What about the other two of you? Do you recall? 
D: I neverstealized -that sthe :coordinating council 7Was "the xproblem::Didzwe shayesin-fighting zonstheo. 


J: Notat all” 

D: I don’t remember the coordinating council;being the problem. I felt:the problem; was our.own-egalitariang, 
way of being- “That. we wanted; toavoid ‘the more ‘patriarchal ‘concept cof-=="whatawe.say :is-right Wes, 
wanted to hear from other, people =1.think that's.the part:that didn’t workr, 


J: Yeah. That’s what I meant. That the coordinating council was the format that we used to get to that goal. 
That’s what I meant. So we slipped from president, vice-president. BYt@He Dati STI itcere 


remained solid stil the end.and we worked-beautifullyogethenaithink-and:it:was-agreatesthatawas:the.one 
good.thing. The relationships on coordinating council were the good things that came of the coordinating 
council. That:the whole idea that it Was Bort to spread out the:leadership.was; in my-opinion,-a, mista ce. 


K: Because---things didn’t get done or--- 


J: Because the membership was not ready to, take that. kind .of responsibility:and:was too:divided in:its‘owm. 
goals."And there were some-hidden.agendas:of-which we were-notsevensaware:thatswere:able:to grow ‘itt 
that atmospheréz, 


K: What were---do you know what those hidden agendas are now? Or did they come out after the group 
folded? 


J: I think there were---I think there .were.some.subversive groups that:wanted ‘to"see"the group fail."That, 
literally infiltrated the ranks. 


K: For example? 
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J: When groups are under cover that’s why they’re under cover. I mean, I don’t know but I think some of 2 ¢.bv7vYw+e 
them were government sponsored. I think some of them were political. ™ agendoty 


K: But because they wanted members to join their groups or do you feel like---» 
J: No. They did not want this to succeed. They wanted this to fall. 5 

K: But so it wasn’t that they wanted other members of the group--- 

J: No, I don’t think so. 

K: So there weren’t people from black liberation groups--- 


J: I think there were a couple of socialist organizations that wanted;;sand they. kept something cooking-alk, 
the time.“And I think they would have siphoned off ariy-fall off that there was.”.& 


D: If you all could help me with my language here, I’m going to say this probably very awkwardly, but if 
you’re dealing with a group of black women, you’re dealing with a group of people who have had the least 
nurturing in terms of their esteem and their self-value---that we haven’t been valued by the culture. Andgkg» 


dick fostagetaiong win cachoerl tt we ss put 9 Catone Meee : 
fifficult-for.us.to get-along with:each:otheral think that was also part of--- [interruption] We needed a lot 
More work on ourselves and what I also remember-—-I:-zemember-beingatmeetings-andreatizing:that owas b> 
‘Yatha group .of-very articulate women whoawere used to: being «‘theonly ones" Eheysweremsed:to- goin Comprar 
someplace and.usually7in’a group: of: white:folkeorother:black:people; who: were:not-as-expr iveoverb: 

as.they-and wowi the. group and-being the only:onewAnd:here:there were-a-whole:group of us,and:kthinism: 

for Many ‘women that first time experiences=theyzdidn’t adapt.well: nd:so=wezwereruser being»sthe 

one that people listened to.“I-don’t think: weradapted very well:to, thats, 


K: So do you feel like that added a Competitiveness. to the group? : 


D: Um-hm. I think it did. Or 80 problems:withnwarious:gos that,took us away:ftomrgur:eroup goals ham, 

we needed personally to be:fed ‘in Ways that:if the:organization:was:to.surviverand :do: well;:we needed:ton, — 
put some of our own needs aside and personal needs haye to be met as.well'as Sroup needszAnd I think we 
needed probably, if I were. doing ‘such ‘a groupyl'd make-sure .that.there-was,- again,-that- there: was ‘somes, oy. qpets 
.way for personal needs to be met.%- Se ee ee 


J: I agree with that. It was beautifully said. She needed no help whatsoever. Fabulously said. 


K: So were you all coming out of experiences in other organizations, like women’s---were you involved 
with any other women’s liberation groups or black liberation groups or civil rights organizations? 


J: Well, I had had some civil rights experience but women weren’t featured in civil rights organizations. 
You are aware of that? 


K: Um-hm. 
J: The civil rights is one of the most sexist movements we had. 
K: They were working behind the scenes and not getting the credit. 


J: That is right. Extrordinarily sexist activity, but I had worked with a couple of ; } 
trying to think. Women’s Political Caucus. %, Pie of those and I had been in--- oe 


K: How about you, Eugenia? Were you involved with any other organizations? 
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Eugenia: Civil rights stuff while I was at School--shigh school. Nothing major that I remember. 

K: Deborah, how about you? 

D: I was 21. I was a mere babe. I had no experience in women’s groups. 

E: What we did have going for us is that we were dreamers. We really believed in what we, were doing andy, 
that it was possible and that things could change’and would change.yAnd there was really no-doubt-aboutz-» 
that and I think that’s what's different between then and now. don’t think that there :are. dreamers 
anymore. 

J: Yes, I agree with that. 

K: What are some of the ideological differences or arguments that you recall people getting into. 

D: I remember it more like examples. Whéfi'T héatd the word “feminism”:although T hadn’t done that much, 
reading about it, immediately got a very clear.image of what that meant..So when we are talking about 
fundraising and someone talked about doing a fashion show, I immediately thought, “That’s wrong.” And 
I’m not so sure--—- 


J: Right. I remember that, too! 


D: Maybe it wasn’t wrong. I never thought about it. But I remember I immediately thought-- 


E: It was immediately reactive. 


D: I immediately -thought;*“Geeya fashionzshowziszanti-;:actually”anti-feminism;sbut; 
shows.are-something that women ‘do to raise money; that’s what they:did”And evenifthey:] 
an_ alternative, clothing «fashion ‘show-maybeysbutel-=thought, Fashion show?aQhainya£0¢ 


ans 


example. for-me,was we were. doing a-fundraiserat*Pown Hall featuring w omen; perform ers:and: LL Wentttom, — 


somethin fig that you would sing ina feminist fundraiser:It.wasn’t-an appropriate:song._, 


J; It’s funny I had forgotten that. I remember that, too. 


K: What other incidents stand out like that one? 


J: Well, I think---we had people that felt that the group---feminism;is:an:interesting-> a: very interes tinge. 
it’s the best example. of people seeing and hearing what they want.to,see, ,All of the spokespeople of the 
feminist movement during the seventies---I’m talking about the big time spokespeople. The great majority 
of them were heterosexual. Gloria Steinem, Bella Abzug, what’s her name that wrote the book? 


E: Betty Friedan? 


J: Betty Friedan. I can’t remember. They were all heterosexual women. In the black feminist movement the 
people that came out shooting big guns at first were also---Eleanor Holmes Norton, who was the woman 
who has the print shop now? Used to be Flo Kennedy’s? 


E: Dorothy Pitman Hughes. 


J; And even though that is the case people have this notion, “Oh yeah, well, you know; if they had:a man, 
they wouldn’t be pro-woman.” And it's much like the race thing.You know, if,you’re pro-black it doesn't 
mean you have to be anti-white. And to be pro-female does not mean you haye to be anti-male."But because 
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we were going with the feminist notion and people had their.own ideas about, what that meant we had onem, Sd. 

of the constant on-going debates was about it being a gay organization, which it never was,"was never ene | 

intended to be, and that was not the point. But that kept raising its héad in--many years, many years.""s. ar" probler 
Vs, 

E: Did it? 


J: Yes. Shouldn’t this be this. Then, on the other hand, we had ‘thosé pedple when we just 'as-women-we he 
Would want to take a stand on-a position-that ‘had to-’do with gay women; we/got)the-overwhelming, Gptle. 
groundswell of people that felt, “Oh, no! Don’t touch that. That’s not what we want to be about.¢ Prete 


E: That I remember. The first part I don’t remember. ® 
D: Because we had a committee called “Triple Oppréssion”.y,. 


J: Don’t you remember that whole Philadelphia group that felt that, you know, we had to thrust forward 


being gay? I’m sorry what were you saying? Bostm ? Comvsene © 
D: We had to thrust forward being gay? Pro-gay? 

J: Yeah. 

D: I missed it. 

J: And then we had the other side—- 


E: But they kind Of Went Off aiid did their thing: 


J: Yeah, they did, but she was asking for the different kinds of things that had affected us and a At be 
saying that had raised its head:several times,as:I-recall-and:wenevergayerinto:because it WAS HOUOUF point=® op Wen. 
That's-not. what We wanted:to_be about:; We wanted ;to” be. about. women. .not any-gay,women,.strai - as 
women. We wanted to be about women, hot Feeapnr uy 


D: We did have a committee called “Triple Oppression: Being Black, Female, and Lesbian,” and they of ce rs 
formed to deal with some of the gay issues. 


K: But instead of just being about including, just merely including those issues, people wanted the whole 
organizational focus to be about--- 


J: Some did. Some did. You were asking about the different types of things. 


E: But I think it’s to the credit of the organization that that was not what split-it---ever. ry becacure tte 
J: No. It wasn’t. That’s not what stood, it never did stand, it never read. It never took hold, but it was raised ors | Wacee 
on several occasions. And in the other side it was raised on several occasions. ome Lift Pt 


[interruption: It was Deborah’s 45" birthday on the 27".] 


J: So that was one piece. Another thing that'T think came" tip “quite ‘often:was the whole socialist notion.: le, 
very ignorantly-used to call them, Jokinely ithe. Commies,". but we had a: groupiof people, that came and, 


they were ‘coristantly trying to get us to go with somé‘nah, nah,‘nah, NAHI 


D: Very vocal, very constant,7In the middle -youcould-be talking about -finances and they'd bring*up: 
socialism, often at times that seemed inappropriate: They were very intense. —* 


K: Persistent. 
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D: Very persistent. 
K: I remember that from college. 
D: Really. 


K: Yeah. 


E: But also see the other side of it is that people were given the opportunity to grow. Aifid to take hold:of = S 
some aspect of something and run with it.-I think that helped a lot of people in terms of having'a defined® Warr, 

role and a place for something to do, Maybe I’m just speaking from my piece of it, which was the media, en 
committee. I think at one point we had maybe five members, six members something like that and we rn 
targeted television networks. I think at one point people were watching to see what we approved of, what Cmgrorers) 
we didn’t. And we wrote letters and stuff like that. I don’t have a clear memory of a lot of the stuff that we 

did, but I remember it was always something that was being done. 


J: It was kind of watch-dogging how the media treated and affected black women. Wexweressecond:an ho woos fond} 
board for the anti-Mammy maid thing. And then it.was raised and we jumped right on-ita, Weck acs? 
E: And we hooked up with Women:Make:Moyies, which was, still is, as far as 1 know an organization of a557 


women making movies. Butsit:was something that-we channeled -peoplexinto-who-weresinterested: trib 
That’s one of the positives. 


K: Did you feel that the organization had any political ideology of its ofn? Liberal or---I mean, you said the 
socialists came in and tried to take over. Because they felt the organization was too liberal-minded or 
wanted to work within the system. 


J: I think:liberal'is probably.as close-as-we-would.come:to-any.type of political:idenlogy xPhat's Totty 


sia 


J: Our, whole thing was to look at all issues‘and how theyswould affect: black womenxwomempfcolor:;Thats 
vag our.whole thing.”AUl of the’ different types'OF tlie Wat Came up: Hawud thataffect black warect™ 


remember there was an issue around women in the military. 
E: That’s wild. Think of it now. 


J: Think of it now. It’s now ‘an “antique issue.aut I:rerémbéer*Eléaiior Holiiies ‘Norton:talking about be» 
careful of putting ‘down women ‘who ‘want tobe "ini the military "because black women ‘are always inthe 
forefront of non-traditional employment:and usually because we need thé’ benefits more than anyone else; 
Being at the very bottom of the food chain when it comes to employment and economics. And that always 
stuck with me and, of course, when I see the news now it’s so strange. I remember working and people talk 
about “What is feminism now? What has been accomplished?” I remember working on a non-sexist, 
multicultural school curriculum and I remember what a job it was to get a female fire fighter and a female 
police officer to come and talk to a kindergarten class role modeling non-traditional employment. And now 
you can get one by---you don’t even have to blink your eye. Just call ‘em and say, “I want one.” I mean we 
had to---whew---go through the rosters. “You can come down if you want to and you can look 4fSee if---“ I 
mean, it was a mess. And they were where?!? Where? The ‘women on Sonstruction "crewS-=-1 remember 
going out and taking classes to see them; out there waving the flag or whatevér they ‘weré"doing” The fact 
that they were in workboots and hardhats just was’ phenomenal.’And now it’s just everyday" It’s"commony, 1.7 
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D: And remember the meeting we had? The discussion we had around the women boxers? 
J: Yes! Tiger! Remember that woman’s name was Tiger. Remember her? 


D: Yes. Should she speak at a meeting or should she not? And we ultimately decided to have her. come to ai, 
meeting. 


J: That was the whole thing. 

K: Because she was involved with fighting so that was... 
J: She was a fighter,, 

D: Sois that feminist or is it anti-feminist?, 

J: I remember that. Tiger was her name. 

E: Was she small though? Slight? 

J: Yeah she---no she wasn’t slight, but she was short. 

D: She was short, but she was powerfully built. 


K: So how do you think the organization was viewed by other organizations? Do you recall were people in 
other groups——like you mentioned Women Make Movies---do you recall working with any other groups? 


Fink forstiWhile:that We Were taken:seriously:as'a:viable-organization aisthinkcthenfactthat"peaplestike 
Bleanor:Holmes Norton or Steinem:or-anyzof them;r¥ ou;know,-promineht: blackzand:whiteswomenvinethe 
wmovement ther would become involved, ‘helpyassist; whatever, acknowledge;-all oftthat-» 


J: I remember we were trying to get some people to sign---I don’t remember what it was about. Might have 
been the abortion:petition ‘cause that, again, is ancient history but I remember that we were coming along 
right at the time that Italy---remember-was having the whole big thing. France and all. D : 
petition “or/something“and I remember:that Dorothy:Height:w asivery-helpful:and:she:was-quite,, itively, 
vocal about our existence and, of course she is probably the most powerful black woman fi the WorldiSher 


doesn’t-get-credit-forit but +he:certainly is: Gorlswas delighted that She WAS So positive Tere Were 


reg er Tae 


people that felt she wouldn't begAnd she could riot have best hicer-=more supportive 


E: I remember that conference that we had a Riverside Church. What was that called? 


J: What Riverside? St. John the Divine. 


E: No, Riverside because I remember being in the church building and the elevators and all of that. That’s 
Riverside. 


J: Riverside. Well, we had another one at St. John the Divine. 

D: No, I think she’s thinking of St. John the Divine. Aren’t you thinking of St. John the Divine? 
E: I’m saying Riverside. Jane is saying St. John. 

J: [know we had one at St. John. 


E: I read about that one. 
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D: I remember St. John. I don’t remember Riverside. 
K: The Eastern Regional with Flo Kennedy, Shirley Chisholm--- 
J: Alice Walker, Shirley Chisholm spoke. 


E: Well, see I’m asking because I don’t remember who was there. But I know we did. We had workshops 
and we sent people to different rooms in the building and that was Riverside. 


J: Well, then that was another one. It doesn’t come easily to my mind. I’m not saying it didn’t happen. 

K: Was there something in particular there that happened or are you just recalling--- 

E: No. I would like some help in remembering what it was. 

J: AtySt=John-we_had a. tremendous amount:of mainstream :support.-AileenzHernandez;*FlozKennedy; 
Shirley:Chisholm3Oh god, I wish I had a program from it. Flo Snell:-might have some of;that-stufinyou, 
know.:‘She took those files. 

K: They covered some of the events in off our backs so I was able to read about a lot of the events there. 

J: Oh, okay. Really? 

K: How do you feel the organization was viewed by the black community, in general? 


J: Wellalcthinksthat-feminism was not the. most- 
womenszweresyery welcoming. of it=Thusspoke 


BVA 


needed the organization.tremendously-and gained a lot from.itAnd.even.if it mn, th 
ffs."Tthink that men-haye always had a problem:with- arge numbers:of mensnota 
know2some*thatallegediy"don’t;’ but-great numbers"ofzmens stOcbE A EFSAE just like white 


-people:find:black-organizations. that promote==y’know. Well, I don’t want to get into it. There’s a person 
now that speaks a lot of truth and he’s castigated constantly and I was embarrassed the other day hearing 
him on television because I was “Oh, he needs to stop this stuff!” And I said, “Well, that man he made 


more sense than anybody.” 


D: I know who you’re talking about and it’s true. 


J: And it’s the kind of thing where feminism took a bad rap. Wezhadia:hugerdisapreemer tawithzazblack 
journalist,.a femaleyblack “journalist. That :afterzwezhad zoursconference :she :putxuszdown,2sheswrotess 


-terrible— 
K: Brenda Veneer? 
J: No, uh, she was Faith thing’s daughter. 


D: Oh, Michelle Wallace. ., 


J: She wrote scathing articles about US. »y, 
K: She claims to have been a founding member, so», 


J: She what? 
K: She claims to have been a founding member. «3, 
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J: Well, that’s just absolutely untrue, When you see her again ask her to send me some of her drugs. That’s Wht 
absolutely not---she was nowhere, nowhere to be seen and did nothing but try to drag Us dowmjTrashed us, 
unmercifully to the fact-=-with hothing but Iés*With nothing but liés. She didn’t bothéf t6 Cone to some or Wothace 
our meeting and I don’t know whether shé’sént somebody” or whether she would jast lisiinr herbed ‘atid 

imagine, but what she did was she would write things about our meetings that were not éven €logé! So what 

happened? So Michelle needs to get a grip. I:have'a'lot of respect for her book Superworttin Aaiid:1:know*- 

that she went through a lot of pain after it was published and all of that. And I’m wvery,symipatheticito here, 

for that, but when it:comes to NBFO she was Worse than any White man could ever have beenzShejwasy 
hideous--And foufiding tember? HA! ®- 


We had a problem with uh---oh! Essence. Ida Lewis. She called the police on me and Margaret, 
K: Why? 


J: Because we went up there to fight with her and argue with her about the fact that we thought it was 
hideous that Essence Magazine had take such a position. And she told us she wanted us to leave and we 
told her her weren’t going to leave until we talked with her. 


K: She had written an article already? 


J: She-was;the;editory and the article ;hadibeen;in:the;magazine,and it was.yery negative MIOMMnaweMen UWL 
Brtclea2al And Margaret and I said, “No, no, no. That’s terrible.” And the most successful black women’s Posttwe 
magazine to say these things and hadn’t even been to the conference and trashed the conference. Alor . St. Grment ; 
OH arth? 
D: [inaudible] . Om Cr Prevenee? 


7M a 
tae a phate ) 


J: No, it was Essence. 
E: She was there before Susan Taylor. 


J: Yeah. And we went up there to her office and she said that we had to leave, that she wasn’t going to see 
us and we said, “Oh yes. She is.” We were going to either see her or get an appointment. 


D: We went up with a group of women at some point. Was that a separate time? 
J: No, I think it was that time and the next thing we knew here came the New York City Police. 


K: So:do you think they trashed:the NBFO because of this whole competition-issue or just because of ideas 
had * fe 3 n? ml eS aL a BAS Save aOR TAS ENE RS CTE Ls TSU iel OSM ES ee sre Splice 


rab ee 


why. 
D: It was threatening to them in some way. 


J; We were threatening in some way,,And I-haye seen, Ida since, then and she could not, have been more :=w. 
pleasant, In fact; we laughed about the day she called the cops.:But that was, I have to say, at least ‘thirty » 
*years later. 

K: So what do you think the organization accomplished? What were the positive things that you did? I 
mean, you mentioned women’s self-esteem and helping in that way. 


E: I like the fact that there is a record, even though’! really didn’t know there was one, but there is a record: 
that the organization existed."That women---black women did do this.:You know, I don’t have a clear sense 
of what it accomplished maybe because it would be egotistical. I got a lot of personal stuff out of it. So, for 
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that---you can’t put’a price on that, but it has a tremendous value. I have relationships that have been, 
maintained since that time, to some degree. I’m very happy about that” 


J: I think that the personal gratification--- 


E: And also---let me interrupt you---and because the relationships developed out of work, out of a process. 
Out of a common goal and struggle and fights and tears and all of that. That is tremendously important 
because we've all been tested over and over again’ 


K: So was it being able to have some sort of communion with women who had the same ideas. 
E: Yeah. 


J: Yeah. Well, I think that what was accomplished---I think that a tremendous amount---more than Wé'Will 
ever, ever, ever, ever, ever know was accomplished. I was walking in the street the other day and a womans 
came over to me and she Saidy“Is your name Jane?” And I said, “Yes, it is.” And you have a last name is 
na names, right? And I said, “Yes, I do.” And she said, “I will never forget you.” And thought to myself, 
“Oh my god...” 


E: “What did I do?” 


J: And she said,“ I was in NBF: My name was blah blah. Do you remember me?” “Gee,” I said, “I have 
to be honest with you I don’t.” 7And’she’said;“*Y ou Will lever:know -how that -organization:changed:mys, 
life.” And { think there area tnillion Of her“out there.’In Detroit, in Chicago, in San Francisco.-Boston;‘all® 
over this country.»Because the bottom line is that we were---I mean, I’ve known feminists---this is not my 
thinking. There’s someone that always says the first feminist was Eve. And so we really shouldn’t keep 
talking about the first wave and the second wave because there’s been one great big wave. So I am quite 
sure that if we went back and we looked that we would find black women---you know, Sojourner Truth 
might not have called herself a feminist ‘cause that was not the terminology back then, but if we were to 
talk to her—her “Ain’t I a Woman?” is perfect. It’s perfect. It’s a different slant, but I think that if we were 
to have talked with her, she would have agreed with us about a lot of things. Harriet Tubman. Lord Have 
mercy! I mean, she was breaking the mold constantly. So'I'say“all ‘that to:say that J:don’t want to:say; tha! 
we were the first to do it-etc History is,about putting points-in different spots and if you have to put a point, 
in a spot, We started a lot of people thinkingabout a lot of stuff; We started @ lot’ of people thinking-abouts 
the fact that we got the vote with women’ in:1920.and not in 1865-with black:man. -We started the-thinki 


: = a > whee Tas Lae, ~ A PS, eae TES ES: e 
about that. We started black-women thinking about not being guilty for wanting to be bout their goals. 


Juxtapositioned with The Black Movement. You know,’ Margaret Sioan hiad a lot of people ‘thinking [end 
side 1] 


[side 2] 


So we started each other thinking about a lot of stuff and a lot of women out there who were just kind of 

lost and trying to find their way. We. didn’t show them a path, but we sure did let them know that they WETOs,, 
not by themselves and speak up and keep on truckin’ and come to these meetings if you want to, sister ™Wess 
were the first group that I knew’ of that had’a goal every-week, every single meeting we had a speaker that, 


had something to do with, you know, do you need your food stamps? Do'you teed daycare? Do you need, 
you know, what is it you need? % al 


K: So not just theoretical arguments but you also had people coming in to address women’s practical 
needs? 


J: Yeah! We were the first group that tried to get away from this---another argument that came up all thee a 
time was this class issue: God! I mean—ugh. So boring. But we did start--we had meetings for people that* hus 
had money, we had meetings for people that didn’t, we had financial specialists, and we had food stamp 

’ a wernimrorepe ord] SRO hy Fe OAT Paso , ———— My 
specialists. Okay, 80 We really Were ‘trying to hamess “black femaleness”--and we did. Wevachieved that. 
We threw that out there. We threw it out there nationally. ' find that phenomenal. Phenomenal! [ was in 
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Los Angeles about four years ago, five years ago and a woman walked up to me and was talking about the 
film. She recognized me from another film called, “I Be, Done Been, Was, Is”. It’s a film about black 
women comics. And she said, “Aren’t you--- And I said, “Yes.” And she said, “Oh, I was at a meeting the 
other night and they showed this film and you can get it from the library here.” And I said, “Oh, that’s 
wonderful yadda yadda ya.” And she said, “But I remember you from NBFO. I was a member.” And she 
named the woman out there---I’m sorry I’m just bad on names---but that woman stuck ‘til the end. I can’t 
remember---the tall, thin woman from Los Angeles. And she kept that group---I think that7shéiwas-1 
Could be wrong about this, but if-I’m not mistaken: Los Angeles was the last NBFO chapter to, finally folds 
up;and become something elsé [what?]*Because for years after New York had lorig’ ago said,“Aw, Lord,”” 
please go on, y’all.”® 


D: Why don’t we become something else? Why don’t we start a group now. 


= h s a aaane ey es . oa , , » —_ a 2 ee. is L.A. cher. 
at seven women got. together in New York Citycand Uiterall. §— ctweleue( 


1. r% 
affected the lives of hundreds:of thousands of black women across the nationz So:we accomplished a: helliog. INC 
a lot. It was a tremendous amount of pain, but we, accomplished wayes,and waves and waves3Oceans full. 
People were not talking about black women on television and how they were seen. People were not talking 
about that. Now it’s no big thing. Then it was a huge issue. Women on Wall Street. I mean, god! WEEWRERe 


black:community. Because thereiwere a 1dr 
afeally didn’t want:to hear: 


- eae 


tally ‘didn’t ‘want to “hear-from:nothinggAnd:in. svones:thatswy 
émore than anybody elsé*Nutrition and all kinds of thing. Control of your own body, female ab 


D: I understand from the research that was done in the seventies that when the issues of feminism were 
listed that it was black women who supported them in the larger numbers. 


J: That’s right. 
D: And supported them saying---they verbally supported them. That they agreed with the terms of--- 
K: With the goals of the women’s movement? 


D: Yes. 


J: Yeah, it was'kind of like; “Now don’t Bet ie Wrong. Taf tot a feministrbut J agree with-eq 
equal work.-Now. don’t get merwronghI'ni'not’a” feminist, but J think-women should. control, 
“bodies. Now don’t get mie wrong!" ~ = 


:pay:for. 
oe el. 
D: And that was a problem with the media. That media portrayed feminism. 
J: That’s right. Portrayed feminism. 
K: Deborah, how about you? What did you feel you got from the group. 


D: Well, on my forty-fifth birthday, let me reflect that. Who I am today--- [J: How old?] forty-five. See I 
could barely say it. 


J: Gee wiz. 
E: Don’t you want to smack her? 


D: Why? What do you mean? 
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J: ‘Cause you look ten. And Eugenia, don’t you even start. You look twelve. 
D: But you look older than me. 
E: That’s cause I am. 


J: I'm the only one who looks seventy-two. 


D: Who~I-um “today "is" inseparable front what <I 7g6t “out “or being “inthe * National :Black ¢Feminist »s 
‘Organization=For one; ‘When l joined that ‘group I definitely—I Wag straight out of the projectsmite uldn’ts 

talk--I had no ‘sense of self. I was $0 informed that the first time Jatie- Or Margaret ‘called mynamez1-was% 

shocked that they: knew ‘my name: Just ‘riaze d'mé.' And from listening” to-the: womien-of NBFO talk,-it mp 
‘Tesonated with what I had been feeling lififormed by: words ¥And I:got:to the point that I’ve learned to=Iv 

credit Jane and Margaret and the ‘other Woiten ‘of NBFO'with teaching ‘me to talk I literally;did nottalks 
Ybefore NBFO: And now [singsong] “Look at me I’m walkin’. Look at me, I’m talkin.” 


J: Goining in with song] 

K: What do you do now? 

D: Bim? > 5 er, 

J: Deborah’s paintings have, on two occasions, closed the New Yorker Magazine. The back page. 


K: Do you remember the dates? I’d like to see it. 


D: What you would really like to see is my real work. But the only date I really remember is April ’96. 
Their “Black Issue” and their “Music Issue”. 


K: Eugenia, did I ask you what you do now? What your occupation is? 
E: Well, right now I work for the school board. New York City Board of Education. 
K: So were you a teacher at one point and now you do administrative. 
E: No. 
D: Eugenia, you don’t consider yourself a writer? You don’t identify yourself as a writer? 
_ E: No, because I haven’t published anything in ages. Although writing is a major part of my job. 


K: But you’ve been published before? What format? 


E: Magazines. 
K: Essays or fiction? 
E: Um---I did an interview for MS. and I did stuff for Uniquely You [right title?]. 


D: And there was a book called Women in the Year 2000. She was---she wrote under the name “Dorothy 
Robinson” at that time. But Inez, I think Inez Singeltary or Inez Turner---I forget her name---and myself. 


contributing editors along with Margo Jefferson, who is Pulitzer «Prize -winne ArtdyMargo 
planes also’a member of NBFQ,;,We’re so proud of her. anal 


K: What did she win the prize for? 
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E: Last year for essays. 

D: For journalism. Is it essays in particular? 

J: Yeah, it was journalism. 

E: Commentary maybe. But you know a Pulitzer’s a Pulitzer. 

K: So did you all stay in the organization until the Very énd or until it ended in New York.% 
J: Yeah» 


K: So what were the reasons that it folded? 


E: I think people were just tired. and.wom. out, too. That had a lot to do with its. don’t remember when it 
ended. I don’t really remember. 


D: Lremember being at one meeting:\We had a conference on racism/and sexism in the women's movement™ Sapay is ‘ 
Ad thee on limb hese but Aaemember someone, getting up and sayings “Wait SOOO 
And then. there was a woman maybe.down, the, wayswho;stood-up,and:said;sAnd:what-about *sd0h-and™ 1452 ' 7? 
such?12,And.what I saw, was, the, coordinating council and .the:womeniwho ‘had ‘organized this 

«and we worked in coalition with=-do you-remember.the:group?:Blanche-and Joan was ini that group 2s we fodist 
J: Oh yeah! 


Wu 
E: Maybe that was Riverside. 
D: Was it RadicalWomen? 


J: Thafiwas Riverside ChurcH®Okay. That’s right. 


D: That was Riverside. And:whatsJmememberswaszit:dawnedzon sme: that their interruptive:marks:wereg, 
strategic 


J: Yes. 


ne women who ' 
wirnonaidered tha 


K: Agent provocatuers. 

D: Is that what they’re called? It never ocgurred to.us,,.t never occurred to me anyway That they would. 
J: Yeah. Bubitdid occur-to me,latere. 

D: And I’m sure. Now I feel very strongly that that’s what happened and we fell for'tt. 


: also had women that---Margaret and I were talking about this about a year ago---that just latched 
se tad a nickname for one of them. Turn your tape recorder off for a moment. 
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--downfall. And I shouldn’t say ‘‘downfall’.because we didn’t ically downfall We fo st kind of; 
Another Piece al it was in our desire for egalitarianism, nC 


ee Go". 


’ decline 
* 


E: What? 

J: Meaning anything. $ret “Look, if you wanna do it that way. Form your own? 

—they had wed ged the door so.open tht when we got to the leon et. ouea gy 
our conventions, t ey had organized a movement against the found 

K: In D.C. 

D: Yes. 

J: Was that D.C. or Detroit? 


D: D.C. 


5: TOD 


as ie peiesinemerernas 


Was.ve toes saws 
a ‘| fell for the ol ploy t's like. 


Shey a —— ~ ere hem bea ‘thing apart..And. instead of just pulling, back and saying, “Lemme:tll 


ou ‘want i on Sunday, att vo? Thi your. goddamn se 
y lay at four and we Suit you.Now fuck off.”.Instead | of that we changed:to®: 
La noche ar Les fs them.And when we finally got to the convention floor, they voted”, 
on."And J tell you very honestly; Kim, it’s probably because 


t want to’ remember, but whatever’ ‘those changes were--were endemic to destruction:"And they 


then said ‘cause I remember you and I were walking down the path to the meeting. Remember that? 


D: Um-hm. Yes. 


because: knew the vote was messed up because l had seen a bunch. of ther 
“car and they [making shush-ing noises "And I'said, “Awww, boy.” "And.we then:said 
ou want to see this differently,,.Then how.do you see it?”And after — 
¢ want the records. We want the books. We’re going to call a meeting 
«” And we called and called and called Audrey Barnes and old so-z 
the ms rte have a meeting?” And they then, literally, ‘et the ae 
ed the old structure and | think that was deliberate. And they just never called a meetingz 
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E: Amthilationy 


J: Yeah. And I think, too, it would be very interesting---what:Iswomld 160V6a0 "do is See Some Of ThennTRIW. 
Let me re=phrase thatI would not like'to’seesomevof them now. What F-woilld like to"do if Observe some 
-of théni nows Bea fly on the wall Becausell think that’ théy now:can look: back:and. regret: ruined 

“think they can sée some of of the sincerity: because w had Sussfetts creergauncthe:coondinating council: 


with my mother that I could not agree with her more pire now. “Tr sown wae om “Child, an you 
are so right.” And I think that these women, as time has let them stand away from the situation fully 
understand, too. 


D: Well, we hope so. 


K: Was everyone the same age? 


D: No. We were all youngaliwasiin my Carly 20s/biitlithinkUane'was'in her'S0sFY ou are a good ten years 


older than me. 

J: I think I am, Deborah [laughing]. 

D: Actually, she’s not. When you were younger everybody seems older. Now we’re the same age. 
K: So were these women who were younger? 

J: Some were younger, but some weren’t. 

D: We'were in our 30s. Largely in our 30s, Be 


J: And some o were young and some of them weren’t. Like [unnamed} were much older 
than many of us and some weren’t. Laurie--- 
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D: But she was the only one. 

J: [unnamed] was old, too. 

D: No, she wasn’t. We were in our.30s;"maybe early 40s some of ug But we were really Telatively young’ 
K: Do any of you know others whereabouts who I should talk to? 


D: I know Inez Singletary’s number. She’s in Los Angeles. Might be nice to get a perspective from 
someone--- 


J: Yes, and she would be able to tell you the woman’s name out there that hung on for so long. 
K: So she was involved in L.A.? 

D: No, she lived her She re-located.:213.254;8314. She might have some interesting analyses. 
K: Is there anything you want to add or you feel like I should have asked. 


D: Well, I’m sure this came up. Just to be on the safe side. ¢ 


ow what th 


I'll leave that up to you to work it out. 
K: Is there anything you’d like to add [to Eugenia]? 
E: No. , 

[interruption] 


J: I just think that the organization-was extraordinarily importantsMorezimportant than:we:knew;thanswe> 


SEF Ollt fo have it be--> 
E:-Or-will eyer be given:credit for. 

J: Or will ever be given credit for. 

D: What made you decide to do this? 
K: Being a black feminist myself--- 


D: So there are still black feminists out there? 


K: [yakking] 


\ 


